This is the story that appeared in Madam & Eve ( fig. 1 ), a popular comic strip published in South Africa that focuses on the lives of a rich suburban housewife and her 'liberated' African domestic servant as the pair comes to terms with the divided politics and cultural idiosyncrasies of South African society. This comic strip neatly raises the three issues that I wish to investigate in this article, namely, 'race', inter-racial relationships, and Shakespeare.
As Marjorie Garber has aptly remarked, 'The Merchant of Venice is above all Shakespeare's great play about difference '. 2 Precisely what kind of difference is emphasized in The Merchant has divided both critics and audiences of the play. For G. K. Hunter, the distinction between Jew and Christian exemplified by Shakespeare and Marlowe is essentially theological, neatly avoiding the representation of 'real' or 'racial' Jews in preference to a 'moral condition' within a 'theological rather than ethnological framework'. 3 Later critics have challenged Hunter's sharp division between racial and theological difference -most notably James Shapiro and Kim F. Hall -arguing instead that the figure of the Jew is shaped by competing discourses of race, theology, and gender. This model and its insistence on a purely theological foundation of difference, as mentioned before, has been challenged by critics asserting that it ignores gender constructs and disregards the notions of 'race' and 'nation' that were being developed during Shakespeare's time. As Ania Loomba has shown, discourses of gender, race, and nation were inextricably linked in the early modern mind: for instance, 'racial difference was imagined in terms of an inversion or distortion of "normal" gender roles and sexual behaviour'.
9
Medieval and early modern Christian texts, as well as popular culture, ascribed a range of physical and 'essential' attributes to Jews. Jews were characterized as having large hooked noses, red or dark curly hair, dark skin, hidden cranial horns (such as those found on Michelangelo's sculpture of Moses) 10 when dealing with issues of 'race', since it 'implies that religious identity is not fixed or innate and can be acquired and shed', 14 confronting the pre-modern mind with the fearful reminder that outward appearances are not necessarily a manifestation of inner traits. In this way conversion results in a crisis of identity, since one can never really be sure that the convert has converted -that inner faith matched outer show. A clear illustration of this crisis in action was the introduction of the Spanish 'pure blood laws' -the limpieza de sangre -in the fifteenth century, so named 'because it was maintained that degenerate Jewish blood was impervious to baptism and grace'. 15 These laws arose out of the nagging suspicion that the Jews of Spain, who had been forcibly converted to Christianity in the 1390s, were not real Christians, or at least were a lesser kind, and therefore 'if mixed with Christian blood, the Jewish blood would contaminate subsequent generations and would continue to do so indefinitely'. 16 The laws limited the rights of these converts, called conversos or New Christians, and a culture of intense genealogical scrutiny followed. The Spanish pure blood laws are evidence of 'a growing identification of Jewishness as biological fate and infection, both physiologically and spiritually, to be cut out of society rather than incorporating it'.
17
In Shakespeare's England, where Jews had been officially expelled since 1290, the figure of 'the Jew' as a complex mixture of discourses of race, gender, and theology was still present. Like other early modern Europeans, the English were convinced that the Jews were different, to the point of being inhuman. To be a Jew was not simply a theological distinction:
Most Englishmen saw Roman Catholics, for example, as a mistaken religious group or even part of a traitorous political organization. But a Catholic who abandoned his faith and converted to Protestantism was completely purified, and promised himself a secure and equal future limited only by his social standing. with the Jews, defined racially and physically by their peculiar smell and by circumcision.
18
In The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare relies on all of the competing discourses of race, gender, and theology in his construction of 'the Jew'. The theological distinction between Christian and Jew is plainly evident in the slurs made against the Jews, such as 'misbeliever' (I.3.108), 'faithless Jew' (II.4.37), and 'infidel' (III.2.218, IV.1.332). However, it appears that the play relies more on racial -that is, intrinsic or innate -differences rather than on theological ones. Shylock is visibly different from the Christians: his 'Jewish gaberdine' (I.3.109), like the contemporary use of red caps or yellow badges, acts as 'the badge of all [his] tribe' (I.3.107). Underneath his clothes we know that Shylock is circumcized -that he lacks the 'hood' by which Gratiano can swear (II.4.51) -and the play hints at the possibility that his skin is darker than the Venetians, since 'Tubal' and 'Chus' are reported as ' eyes' (II.1.13-14) and that Morocco 'then stood as fair' (II.1.20) as any other suitor, he is dismissed with 'a gentle riddance' (II.7.78) and the hopes that 'all of his complexion' fail as he has done (II.7.79). That Morocco is not a Christian does not appear to play much part in Portia's dismissal of him, since she has done so before he has prayed for 'some god' -and not Christ -to 'direct [his] judgment' (II.7.13), and even though the pun on gentle/gentile in her riddance of him would suggest aligning Morocco with her against 'the Jew', her mind has been made up long before. But Jessica is different, and the Christians in the play take great pains to distinguish her from her father. It is imperative that Jessica is distanced from her father, both theologically and racially, since it increases her chances of becoming integrated into the dominant Christian society through conversion and marriage. While Shylock is aligned with Chus and blackness -and, similarly, Morocco is given a gentile riddance -Jessica is 'fair' (II.4.28), whose hand is 'a fair hand / and whiter than the paper it writ on / is the fair hand that writ' (II.4.12-14). The Christian characters repeatedly refer to Jessica as 'fair', both in the sense of colour and beauty, both of which clearly distinguish her from her father the 'cut-throat dog' (I.3.108) that is accused of being 'wolvish, bloody, starved, and ravenous' (IV.1.38). Jessica distances herself from her father when she states that 'though I am a daughter to his blood, / I am not to his manners' (II.3.18-19), a sentiment that is repeated later by Salarino who declares to Shylock that 'there is more difference between thy flesh / and hers than between jet and ivory, more between / your bloods than there is between red wine and Rhenish' (III.1.34-37).
However, we are left with the question of just how effective this distancing act has been. While Jessica attempts to 'nullif[y] the claims of filial attachment by insisting that she is a different kind of Jew', that is, 'one whose manners take precedence over blood and who thus can see the truth of Christianity', at the same time 'she equates Shylock's blood and manners, asserting a racial notion of Jewishness that she claims not to share'. 20 into the question of race and conversion. During this scene, Lancelot suggests that Jessica is 'damned', save for a 'kind of bastard hope' that Shylock 'got you not' and that she is 'not the Jew's daughter' (III.5.2-10). Jessica, acknowledging that she is 'damned by both father and mother' (III.5.12-14), falls back on her hopes that her marriage to Lorenzo will prevent her damnation, pleading 'I shall be saved by my husband. He hath made / me a Christian' (III.5.17-18), to which Lancelot replies that all her marriage and conversion has effectively done is to increase hardship for (Old) Christians, since it will raise the price of pork (III.5.19-23).
Although Jessica and the Christian Venetians in the play may rhetorically distance her from her father, as was the case for converts in Spain, her lineage returns to haunt her. When Gratiano calls Jessica 'a gentle and no Jew' (II.6.1), he establishes her status as gentile as the necessary -and impossible -condition for her escape from Jewishness: although Jews might become Christian, they are, axiomatically, not gentiles. His apparently liberatory comment thus returns her to the strictures of her father's blood as firmly as Lancelot's contention that the problem of her Jewishness could be solved only if a different father had gotten her. And this return to her father's blood is a move the play continually makes; her beloved Lorenzo no sooner calls her a 'gentle' than he recalls her to her position as her father's issue. 22 The play's final act hints that the match between Lorenzo and Jessica -like her conversion -is bound to fail. Retiring to Belmont, the couple exchanges tales of famous lovers: Troilus and Cressida (V.1.4-6), Pyramus and Thisbe (V.1.7), and Dido and Aeneas (V.1.10). The fact that all of these famous relationships ended in tragedy despite their legendary acts of love, coupled with the general melancholy that pervades this scene, suggests that Lorenzo and Jessica are set to follow suit.
While there is evidence of inter-racial marriage in early modern England, such as the marriage of John Rolfe to Pocahontas, or the marriage of Robert 22 Adelman, 'Her Father's Blood', p. 8.
Sherley to the cousin of the King of Persia, 23 in most cases the practice was frowned upon as taboo. 24 In the two celebrated cases cited, the taboo of interracial marriage was seemingly overcome by stressing that the marriage facilitated the performance of virtuous (profitable) acts on behalf of the commonwealth, and the promise of converting more exotic (female) foreigners to Christianity. In 1614, John Rolfe wrote to Sir Thomas Dale, the governor of the Virginia colony, to ask for permission to marry Pocahontas, admitting that although he was aware 'of the heauie displeasure which almightie God conceiued against the sonnes of Leuie and Israel for marrying strange wives', he could not in good conscience refuse to 'performe the duetie of a good Christian' to 'indeuour to make her a Christian'. 25 The same sense of commitment is apparently absent in
Lorenzo's treatment of Jessica. At best his love for her is cool -his friends even comment that he is late for his own elopement -at worst, he is no better than a thief who, like the rest of his fellow Venetians, tolerated the Jewish aliens only as long as their money was plentiful and in supply. After he and Jessica have eloped and married, Lorenzo -as well as the other Christians -no longer refers to her as 'fair', presumably either because her 'fairness' is now self-evident or, more plausibly, that the words have already served their purpose. For Lorenzo, women are 'fair' as long as they offer financial benefit: Portia and Nerissa are 'fair ladies' (V.1.294) when they deliver the deed of gift to him and Jessica.
